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Abstract 
Background/Objective: Over the past decades, the USDA created several guidelines to assist the public in making 
healthful food choices. In June 2011, the popular pyramid symbols (Food Guide Pyramid and MyPyramid) were 
replaced with MyPlate – a simple and practical guideline for making healthful food choices. This study aims to 1) 
assess consumers’ awareness of the replacement of MyPyramid with MyPlate, and 2) determine whether MyPlate 
influenced people’s dietary choices 4 months after the MyPlate symbol’s release.  
Methods: Fifty-one male and female participants, ages 18-34 years, with high school, associate’s and bachelor’s 
degree diplomas, were selected by convenience sampling. Participants manually completed an 11-question survey 
using yes/no or degree of liking rating. The relationship between participants’ backgrounds, familiarity with MyPlate 
and MyPyramid guidelines, and the likelihood of use and influence on food selection was compared with 
participants’ demographics.  
Results: Eighty percent of the 51 participants were familiar with MyPyramid while 59% reported they had visited the 
website. About 50% of the participants reported they were aware that MyPlate replaced MyPyramid; but they were 
unfamiliar with MyPlate guidelines. About 50% of the participants would likely visit the MyPlate website. And, over 
half of the participants were unsure if MyPlate would influence their food choices while 43% thought it would.  
Significance: MyPlate guidelines have been available to the public since June 2011 and findings of this study show 
that MyPlate guidelines influenced the food choices of at least 40% of the participants. It could be inferred that public 
awareness and use of MyPlate guidelines will grow over time. 
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1. Introduction 
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) has provided Americans with food guides since 
1916 in a perpetual endeavor to assist the public in making healthy food choices. The Food Guide 
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Pyramid, introduced in 1992, became a well-recognized icon nation-wide and was used extensively in 
guiding consumers to make healthful diet decisions [1]. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.1.Food Guide Pyramid symbol [2] guides consumers in making daily food choices. It outlines what consumers can eat daily 
based on Dietary Guidelines. According to the USDA, it is not a rigid prescription but a general guide that lets consumers choose a 
healthful diet that's right for them. 
When the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans were released, however, the USDA determined that 
it was time to update the food guide symbol to reflect the new guidelines [1]. Changes made to the 
original Food Guide Pyramid (Fig. 1) were based in part on consumer input from focus group studies 
conducted during the design and development stages of the food guide (MyPyramid, Fig. 2). In these 
focus groups, consumers indicated that they liked symbols including a representation of a man, as it 
helped them to feel connected to the message of the symbol. They also indicated that they preferred visual 
representations of action to signify exercise and physical activity as part of a healthy lifestyle along with a 
healthy diet. When questioned about retaining the pyramid shape for the updated icon, the majority of 
consumers interviewed indicated that retaining the pyramid shape would help to promote continuity of the 
message in changing from the previous icon to the updated one. However, others indicated that retaining 
the pyramid shape was not necessary because the original pyramid was ineffective or irrelevant, or that 
the shape simply wasn’t “magical” in regard to communicating the messages needing to be conveyed [3]. 
The resulting icon was MyPyramid, which introduced physical activity, the oils food group, and the 
USDA’s website to the icon [1].  
With the release of the 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, the USDA decided to update the food 
guide icon once again to reflect the newly-released guidelines.  Again, focus groups of consumers were 
consulted to determine what characteristics would be most effective in a food guide icon. Research 
conducted by the USDA’s Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion [4] indicated that though most 
consumers had learned the basic concepts taught by MyPyramid, a knowledge deficit remained in the 
concept areas of calories and portions. Consumer preference, as indicated in the focus groups, favored a 
plate-shaped icon, as it conveyed a positive message regarding healthy eating patterns. Consumers also 
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indicated that they found the terms “Protein” and “Dairy” were more comprehensive than “Meat and 
Beans” and “Milk and Milk Products,” respectively [5].  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.2.MyPyramid symbol [2] captures and explains the messages in the guideline which are physical activity, variety, 
proportionality, moderation, gradual improvement, and personalization. 
In June 2011, the USDA released the new icon, MyPlate. The key MyPlate characteristics were 
simplicity and practicality [2]. It presented significant differences from previous food guides, such as the 
removal of a human being demonstrating physical activity and the pyramid shape [3]. MyPlate is 
inherently simpler than MyPyramid. By design, it shifts focus from providing education on the entirety of 
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans to highlighting key messages from the Guidelines [5]. For further 
information, the icon directs consumers to the USDA’s website.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.3.MyPlate symbol [2] illustrates the five food groups that are the building blocks for a healthy diet using a familiar image – a 
place setting for a meal. The USDA cautions consumers to think about what goes on their plate or in their cup or bowl before they 
eat.  
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According to the press release from the USDA and First Lady Michelle Obama, the focus of MyPlate 
is to prompt consumers to conscientiously build healthy meals and snacks by presenting them with a 
familiar object, the plate, rather than a pyramid [2]. The goals of this research study are to determine 
whether 1) consumers are aware of MyPlate’s replacement of MyPyramid, 2) the public considered 
MyPlate more simple and practical for their daily lives and 3) it would impact their dietary decisions, as it 
was designed to do. 
2. Method 
2.1. Subjects 
Convenience sampling was used to poll a sample of 51 subjects from a Midwest university health fair, 
an introductory nutrition class at the same university, and a local church. Participants included both 
genders and varied in age and education levels. The age range centered primarily on young adults, with 
76.5% (n = 39) of participants being 19-26 years old, 19.6% (n = 10) being 18 years old or younger, and 
3.9% (n = 2) being 27-34 years old. Males comprised 41.2% (n = 21) of survey respondents, and females, 
58.8% (n = 30). Since survey participants were college students, the mode for highest level of education 
completed was high school diploma (82.4%, n = 42), with some bachelor’s or associate’s degrees, at 
13.7% (n = 7) and 3.9% (n = 2), respectively. English was the first language for most of the participants 
(82.4%, n = 42), with one survey respondent not indicating whether English was his/her first language. 
2.2. Procedures 
The survey was an 11-question, paper and pencil, self-completed survey. Questions asked about the 
respondents’ background, familiarity with the two aforementioned food guide icons (MyPyramid and 
MyPlate) and likelihood of use and influence of them. A majority of the answer options were yes/no with 
only one being a ranking response of “not at all likely, somewhat unlikely, somewhat likely, very likely 
and I have already visited www.ChooseMyPlate.com  website”. The data was analyzed by frequency and 
then cross-tabulated to identify possible relationships between participant background and likelihood of 
use and influence of the new MyPlate. No agreements or payments of any kind were made to the survey 
participants. No experimental manipulators were used. 
3. Results 
Among survey participants, 80.4% (n = 41) said that they were familiar with MyPyramid and 58.8% (n 
= 30) reported visiting MyPyramid website before. When asked about the new MyPlate, 45.1% (n = 23) 
of survey participants indicated that they had seen MyPlate icon previously, and 43.1% (n = 22) of 
participants indicated that they knew the MyPlate had replaced MyPyramid. Only 11.8% (n = 6) of 
participants said that they had already visited the ChooseMyPlate.gov website. However, almost half of 
participants (n = 25) said that they were likely to visit the website (Figure 4). When asked about the 
wording change for the “Meat and Beans” food group, 68.6% (n = 35) of participants indicated that they 
had noticed the name change to “Protein” on MyPlate. Amongst those surveyed, 43.1% (n = 22) thought 
MyPlate would influence their food choice with an equal number indicating that they were unsure 
whether or not it would have an impact. 
Fisher’s exact test [6], revealed a significant relationship between users’ familiarity with MyPyramid 
and awareness that the MyPlate icon has replaced the MyPyramid icon (p=0.003, 2-sided). There was a 
significant relationship between users’ familiarity with MyPyramid and having seen the MyPlate symbol 
before the study (p=0.001, 2-sided). Responses of consumers to key questions about their use and 
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familiarity of the two major Dietary Guidelines developed by USDA in the past 10 years are shown in 
Table 1 and Figures 4-7. The study data was collected and collated in October – November 2011.  
 
Table 1: Some consumer responses about the use of Dietary Guidelines 
Responses 
Questions Yes (%) No (%) Unsure (%) Total (%) 
Have you ever visited MyPyramid website? 58.8 41.2 0.0 100.0 
Did you notice that MyPlate uses the term “Protein” 
rather than “Meat and Beans”? 
68.6 31.4 0.0 100.0 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.4.Likelihood to visit www.ChooseMyPlate.gov website (%) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.5.Aware that MyPlate replaced MyPyramid (%) 
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Fig.6.Influence of MyPlate on making food choices (%) 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.7.Consumers’ familiarity with dietary guideline symbols 
4. Discussion 
The current study showed that familiarity of MyPyramid is positively related to awareness of MyPlate 
icon and the fact that MyPlate had replaced MyPyramid. Considering just over 80% of participants polled 
were familiar with MyPyramid, an icon that has been in use since 2005, it is encouraging that over 45% 
of those polled have seen the MyPlate icon since its unveiling in June of 2011. 
MyPlate symbol calls attention to the website by making the website address, 
www.ChooseMyPlate.gov, a part of the symbol. Among the participants, 60.8% reported they had already 
or were likely to visit the website. The current study focused mainly on awareness of MyPlate as 
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participants were not asked of their preference for Myplate versus MyPyramid since MyPlate was 
recently introduced (4 months prior to study). Around 43% of participants expressed that they were 
unsure if MyPlate would influence their food choices, indicating health professionals may need to 
encourage use of MyPlate guidelines/website in order to guide consumers in making healthful food 
choices, per MyPlate objectives. Some limitations of this study may be that: 1) majority of the subjects 
polled were at a health-related event and therefore may be more aware than the average American of the 
subject of nutrition and sources of information about it, such as MyPyramid and MyPlate Dietary 
Guidelines; 2) participants included introductory level nutrition students who may have heightened 
awareness of Dietary Guideline tools and objectives; and 3) small sample size of 51 participants and 
sample population of a narrow age-range and education level when compared to the U.S. population as a 
whole. Small sample size (and its statistical significance) may not give a clear indication of whether 
observations reflect a pattern rather than merely chance. Therefore, ongoing investigation being 
conducted at the Department of Applied Health Sciences, Indiana State University looks at whether a 
larger sample size will corroborate the result of this study.  
5. Conclusion 
This study aimed to assess consumer awareness that MyPlate replaced MyPyramid. Finding showed 
that of the 51 people polled, the majority were unaware that the switch had been made. Less than 50% of 
the participants knew of the switch and were also unsure of the guidelines MyPlate represented. Another 
goal of the study was to determine if MyPlate has influenced the subjects’ dietary choices. Approximately 
43% of those surveyed expressed that MyPlate would influence what they ate. Since this study was 
conducted about 4 months after the introduction of MyPlate guidelines to American consumers, MyPlate 
was not as popular as MyPyramid. Therefore, it is hoped that the awareness and use of MyPlate will 
increase in the coming years.  
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